








The Intellectual Contributions of Ubiratan D’Ambrosio toEthnomathematics1
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Abstract2Ubiratan “Ubi” D’Ambrosio is considered by many to be “the intellectual father ofethnomathematics”. He defined and popularized the term as “the art or techniqueof explaining, knowing, and understanding diverse cultural contexts” (D’Ambrosio,1990). He formed the International Study Group on Ethnomathematics (ISGEm)and has been instrumental in helping to make sure that the socio-cultural contextof mathematics and its teaching and learning are considered in conferences, pub-lications and the day to day work of thousands of mathematics education aroundthe world.Key wordsUbiratan D’Ambrosio, Ethnomathematics, Sociocultural Context.ResumenUbiratan D’Ambrosio es considerado por muchos como el “padre intelectual de laEtnomatemática”. Él definió y popularizó el término como “el arte o técnica de ex-plicar, conocer y comprender los diversos contextos culturales” (D’Ambrosio, 1990).Formó el Grupo Internacional de Estudio sobre Etnomatemática (ISGEm) y ha si-do fundamental en ayudar a cerciorarse de que el contexto socio-cultural de lasmatemáticas y su enseñanza y aprendizaje sean considerados en las conferencias,las publicaciones y el día a día del trabajo de miles de educadores matemáticosen todo el mundo.Palabras claveUbiratan D’Ambrosio, etnomatemática, contexto sociocultural.
It is a great honor and privilege to be asked by the IACME XIII International ProgramCommittee to participate in the Plenary Round Table on “The Intellectual Contributionof Ubiratan D’Ambrosio in Math Education” and particularly on his contribution toEthnomathematics. The extent of this honor and privilege can be noted with a simpleGoogle of Ubiratan D’Ambrosio. As I work on this paper on April 30, 2011, I get157,000 hits. To limit the search I try D’Ambrosio Ethnomathematics and get 5,820hits. Although many of those are specifically references to Ubi’s works, I notice thatmany of them are in effect other authors essentially writing on his contributions to
1 Este trabajo corresponde a una mesa plenaria realizada en la XIII CIAEM, celebrada en Recife, Brasilel año 2011.2 El resumen y las palabras clave en español fueron agregados por los editores.










Ethnomathematics. By changing Ethnomathematics to Etnomatematicas in order to getresults for Portuguese and Spanish there are 9,180 hits. Curiously (and beyond thescope of this paper and my expertise) by taking the s off of the end of Etnomatematicasthere are only 7,490 hits.Many in the field consider Ubiratan D’Ambrosio to be “the intellectual father of Eth-nomathematics”. Ubi himself, with typical humility, gives credit for the first use of theterm “Ethnomathematics” to others:
I recently learned from Claudia Zaslavsky that Otto Raum wrote, in areview of her book, published in African Studies (1976):"(This Mathemat-ics) might perhaps be most suitably called ethno-maths on the anal-ogy of ethno-music, ethno-semantics, etc." And Wilbur Mellerna, in aletter to Gloria Gilmer, published in the NEWSLETTER of the ISGEM(vol.6,n.1,November 1990), says that he had invented the word ethnomath-ematics in 1967 and that he gave a talk in 1971 using it (D’Ambrosio,2004).
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Ubi was awarded the ICMI Felix Klein medal in 2005. In the Citation for that awardit is stated that “ As a result of his interest in the social and cultural conditions formathematics education, in particular as regards the nature of mathematical knowledgein different cultures at different times, Ubiratan D’Ambrosio began to develop what isinternationally his best-known contribution to the field of mathematics education, theidea of ethnomathematics.” And further that “Since its inception, ethnomathematics hascontinued to grow as a field of research and development and has exerted considerableinfluence on mathematics education in several continents, above all in Latin Americaand Africa” (ICMI, 2006).Ubi has helped many of us to understand “’Ethno’ in a much broader sense thanmerely race” . . . “Our conception of “Ethno” encompasses all the ingredients thatmake up cultural identity of a group: language, codes, values, jargon, beliefs, food anddress habits, physical traits and so on” (D’Ambrosio, 1987). He has always insisted thatEthnomathematics is “a research program in the history and philosophy of mathematicswith pedagogical implications” (D’Ambrosio, 2006).Perhaps Ubi’s greatest intellectual contribution to Ethnomathematics should be consid-ered to be his intellectual contribution through Ethnomathematics. He has given us avision of how mathematics and mathematics education can contribute to “a civilizationfor all, in which iniquity, arrogance and bigotry have no place” (D’Ambrosio, 2006).
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Appendix A
An Incomplete Bibliography of Works of Ubiratan d’Ambrosio on Ethnomathematics
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